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Key Findings
In August 2008, researchers from the Carsey Institute 
surveyed 1,008 residents from five counties in the  
upper Peninsula (uP) of michigan about socioeco-
nomic and environmental issues. Key findings include 
the following:
•	 eighty-eight percent of Yoopers plan to stay in 
the uP for the next five years. Those who plan to 
leave are typically younger and unmarried.
•	 General quality of life ranks highest among 
reasons for staying in the uP. Natural beauty, 
proximity to family, and outdoor or recreational 
activities were also important for those 
planning to stay.
•	 employment opportunities were more important 
for Yoopers planning to leave than for those 
planning to stay.
•	 Yoopers were least likely to cite educational or 
housing opportunities as important reasons for 
staying in the uP.
•	 A high percentage of residents, irrespective of 
whether they plan to stay or leave, cited high 
energy costs and lack of job opportunities as 
important problems facing their communities. 
•	 Forty-eight percent of the people planning 
to stay in the uP for the next five years think 
that the local government can effectively solve 
important problems.
•	 The majority of Yoopers believe that community 
members can work together to address local 
problems, are willing to help one another, and 
generally trust one another and get along.
amenity-rich rural communities throughout the united states are generally growing in population. By contrast, rural communities dependent on declining natural 
resource industries have been decreasing in population.1 to 
investigate how rural americans view socioeconomic and 
environmental changes affecting their lives and communities, 
researchers at the Carsey institute are conducting surveys in 
rural communities throughout the united states as part of 
the Community and environment in rural america (Cera) 
study. Drawing on the survey conducted in the upper Penin-
sula (uP) of Michigan, this report explores how yoopers view 
their own future and that of their community.2
Most respondents (88 percent) said that they plan 
to remain in the uP for at least the next five years. The 
general quality of life is the most frequently cited reason. 
nonetheless, despite this aspiration to stay, the eastern 
uP is losing population due to out-migration. although 
unemployment rates in the uP fluctuate significantly by 
season, they are generally higher than both the state of 
Michigan and the entire united states. Lack of employment 
opportunities and rising energy costs were the problems most 
frequently cited both by residents planning to stay in the 
region for the next five years (stayers) and those planning to 
leave (leavers).3 These findings suggest the need for jobs and 
energy solutions to counter the trend toward out-migration.  
although less than half (48 percent) of uP residents think 
that the local government can effectively solve important 
local problems, a majority believe that community members 
can work together to address local problems, are willing 
to help one another, and generally trust one another and 
get along. Whether community individuals and groups 
can be harnessed to play an important role in shaping the 
uP’s future development remains to be seen over the next 
few years, as the region wrestles with strategies to achieve 
economic revitalization.  
Changes in rural america
in order to better understand changes occurring through-
out rural america, in 2007, researchers at the Carsey 
institute surveyed almost 8,000 randomly selected resi-
dents in nineteen purposefully chosen counties throughout 
rural america.4 Through these and subsequent surveys, 
researchers gained insights about the variety of trends and 
patterns of change occurring throughout rural america. 
This information helps to provide rural communities with 
accurate and relevant information about residents’ opin-
ions, attitudes, and experiences regarding social, economic, 
and environmental concerns. We hope that Cera informa-
tion will assist decision makers, community organizations, 
and policy specialists planning sustainable futures in their 
respective communities.  
in august 2008, a second phase of the study was con-
ducted in five counties in the eastern uP of Michigan: alger, 
Luce, Mackinac, schoolcraft, and Chippewa. One thousand 
and eight randomly selected respondents participated in a 
telephone survey that asked them approximately 100 ques-
tions about general demographic information and their 
opinions on a variety of socioeconomic and environmental 
issues. This brief presents initial findings from the survey 
about whether and why residents plan to leave or stay in the 
uP, problems residents perceive there, residents’ perceptions 
about the ability of their communities and local government 
to solve these problems, and possible solutions to the prob-
lems the uP is facing.
Changes in the uP
The uP is one-third of Michigan’s land area. yet it is home 
to only 4 percent of the state’s population.5 in addition to the 
already sparse population, four out of the five counties sur-
veyed in the eastern uP are declining in population because 
of domestic out-migration (more migration from the uP to 
other places in the united states than vice versa) and natural 
decrease (more deaths than births). alger, Luce, Mackinac, 
and schoolcraft counties all saw their populations decrease 
from 2000 to 2009, with Mackinac County having the greatest 
loss of 11.3 percent of its population. The only county with 
population growth was Chippewa County, with an increase of 
only .5 percent. This was primarily because of natural increase 
(more births than deaths) rather than in-migration.6 rather 
than focus on the effects of natural increase or decrease, this 
brief considers the reasons for net out-migration—why more 
people are choosing to move from the uP than to the uP. al-
though Cera data only accounts for yoopers’ reasons behind 
leaving or staying in the uP, it can also help shed light on why 
few people are moving to the uP.  
Changes in the uP’s population reflect changes in its eco-
nomic base. although to a lesser degree in the eastern part, 
the uP as a whole depended on mining and forest-based 
industries throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
to provide much of its employment and income. Like other 
regions that depend upon natural resources, this makes the 
uP economy vulnerable to cycles of boom and bust.7 The 
gradual decrease throughout the twentieth century in the 
number of jobs and revenue associated with mining and 
forest-based industries has left uP residents in a long-term 
bust and has made residents of the eastern uP increasingly 
dependent upon the government and service industry to 
provide employment.8  
unemployment rates near the time of the survey (July 
2008) ranged from 4.6 percent in Mackinac County to 10.2 
percent in schoolcraft County, giving the region an average 
unemployment rate of 8.4 percent.9 This rate was above 
average for the united states at the time (6 percent), but it 
was slightly lower than the average for the entire state of 
Michigan (9.1 percent), which has been plagued by high 
unemployment rates in recent years. More importantly, this 
rate does not take into account seasonal variation. Because 
employment in the uP is highly seasonal, employment 
rates in the winter, or “off-season” range from 11.6 in Luce 
County to over 27.6 percent in Mackinac County, giv-
ing the uP an average unemployment rate of 16.7 percent 
(January 2009). This off-season rate is much higher than 
the state of Michigan (12.5 percent) and the united states 
as a whole (8.5 percent).  
On top of high unemployment rates, the uP also currently 
ranks high on measures of poverty. if the uP were to be con-
sidered its own state, it would rank forty-eighth in per capita 
income.10 Poverty makes it more difficult for yoopers either 
to stay or leave. in other words, residents struggle to provide 
basic necessities for themselves and their families, and at the 
same time, because of a lack of financial resources, they are 
unable to move someplace else where more employment or 
educational opportunities are available.
Four broad types of rural communities have been identi-
fied in Cera research: amenity rich, declining resource 
dependent, chronic poverty, and mixed amenity rich/de-
clining resource dependent.11 Cera researchers consider 
the five counties in the eastern uP to be both declining 
resource dependent and amenity rich. although the decline 
in its population and economic base is an important part of 
the character of the uP, so are the abundant and accessible 
natural resources. amenity/decline regions like the uP do 
not have as many attractions to bring in new population 
and jobs unlike solely amenity rich regions, such as places 
in the rocky Mountains. On a positive note, the uP has not 
suffered from long-term scarcity, as is the case in chronic 
poverty regions in the “Black Belt,” Delta, or appalachia. 
This is because of the periods of growth in the uP’s economy 
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as a result of its natural resources. although the uP does 
boast a number of natural amenities that are attractive to 
both residents and tourists, these have not been sufficient 
to drive recent, significant economic growth. in amenity/
decline regions like the uP, there are few stable, high-paying 
jobs to keep residents there and even fewer jobs to attract 
newcomers. so what does keep residents in place in the five 
easternmost counties of the uP? Who is likely to continue to 
stay a yooper and what is their outlook on the future?
staying or Leaving
Census data from 2008 indicates that the population of the 
eastern uP is generally declining. to understand this decline 
and trends for the future, the Cera survey asked whether 
or not survey respondents plan to leave the region within 
the next five years. Cera data indicates that 88 percent of 
uP residents surveyed expect to continue living in the area 
for the next five years, while 12 percent plan to leave. to 
understand more specifically how the uP may be changing, 
it is useful to look at how those who plan to stay differ from 
those who plan to leave.
although leavers’ and stayers’ sex, education levels, and 
familial ties to the region are similar, these two groups dif-
fer in other ways. Leavers are significantly more likely than 
stayers to be young and unmarried. These findings resemble 
conclusions from other rural areas experiencing population 
loss.12 Whether or not they want to stay, many young, single 
residents are finding that there are few employment oppor-
tunities in their home communities that meet their goals and 
expectations.13 This lack of opportunity forces them to look 
elsewhere for jobs.  
in addition to their own aspirations, rural teenagers are 
often encouraged by parents or mentors to leave their com-
munity for education or jobs. On our survey, four out of five 
adult respondents said that they would advise a teenager to 
move away from their community “for opportunities some-
where else.” Thus even adults who have chosen to live and 
work in the uP concur that teenagers could have a better 
future if they moved elsewhere.  
Losing younger generations of educated residents can have 
significant effects on the economic and social realities of 
rural communities. Without a younger generation to work in 
needed professions (health care in particular) or contribute 
to local economies, the aging population risk losing needed 
financial, social, and even medical support. additionally, a 
loss in tax revenue means that the local government may 
struggle to maintain basic public services, such as schools, 
hospitals, and roads.
reasons for staying in the uP
It’s an edgy place. I mean, in the sense that it still hangs on out 
there like a rawhide flap of the old frontier, outposted from the 
swirl of mainstream America. The U.P. is a hard place.  
A person has to want to hurt a lot to live there.
—John G. Mitchell, Audubon Magazine, november 1981
if the uP “is a hard place,” why, then, do some people 
choose to stay in the region? How do their reasons differ 
from those who plan to leave? answers could tell us some-
thing about the future directions of change or stability in 
the region. When asked a general question about whether 
they think their community will be a worse place, about the 
same, or a better place in ten years, a majority of both stayers 
and leavers said that they believe their community will be 
“about the same.” Why do residents’ have such blasé outlooks 
for the future of their communities? Perhaps such attitudes 
about the future of the uP reflect yoopers’ desire for their 
community not to change. Figure 1 outlines the differences 
between stayers and leavers in the reasons for their plans 
over the next five years.
Both stayers and leavers most frequently cited “general 
quality of life” as an important thing to consider when decid-
ing whether or not they want to stay in the area (see Figure 
1). nearly three out of four, or 72 percent, of stayers and 63 
percent of leavers say that the quality of life provided by liv-
ing in the region is very important to them. General quality 
of life includes a wide variety of experiences particular to 
each respondent. That it ranks the highest for both stayers 
and leavers indicates that the uP may provide a generally 
attractive lifestyle for its residents. Just as most yoopers see 
their community as being “about the same” in ten years, they 
may also appreciate the relative stability that living in a rural 
setting as opposed to an urban setting provides.  
The natural beauty of the area, the availability of outdoor 
or other recreational activities, and proximity to family were 
central considerations for both stayers and leavers. Qualities 
of the uP that relate to the natural environment were ranked 
high by both groups, indicating that life in the uP is closely 
linked with nature for many residents regardless if it relates 
to employment or recreation. in fact, yoopers are generally 
known for their fierce love of the outdoors even during the 
famously harsh winters. scandinavian heritage and tradition 
are also widespread in the uP, perhaps providing another 
reason people are reluctant to leave.14    
Housing and educational opportunities were cited least 
frequently by both stayers and leavers. This seems to reflect 
the limited educational and housing opportunities in the uP, 
which lacks major universities and metropolitan areas.
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apart from these general similarities, stayers and leavers 
showed some differences as well. stayers were significantly 
more likely than leavers to cite the natural beauty of the 
area as very important. about 65 percent of stayers said that 
the natural beauty of the area was a very important con-
sideration when they think about whether they will stay or 
leave the area in the future, in contrast to only 38 percent of 
leavers who think natural beauty is very important. natural 
beauty and availability of outdoors or other recreational op-
portunities even trump employment opportunities for those 
who plan to stay. This again reinforces how important the 
natural environment is to yoopers. Many are willing to stay 
despite dwindling employment opportunities because they 
believe that the natural beauty of the area (65 percent) and 
being close to family (54 percent) are very important.
Leavers were significantly more likely than stayers to cite 
employment and educational opportunities as very impor-
tant. among those planning to leave, employment oppor-
tunities were second only to quality of life. That educational 
opportunities are more important to those planning to leave 
suggests that leavers may perceive the educational oppor-
tunities in the uP to be insufficient in meeting their needs. 
These findings suggest that although general quality of life is 
important to leavers, they feel it necessary to move in order 
to pursue job and educational opportunities elsewhere. That 
particularly applies to young, single yoopers. if residents are 
unable to provide for their basic necessities or educational 
aspirations, other considerations may matter less.  
Figure 1. Do the following things seem not important, somewhat important, or very important to you when 
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Perceived Problems 
Knowing what problems yoopers identify in their communi-
ties can help shape policies for the future. Previous Cera 
findings have shown that besides a general concern about 
employment, most problems vary greatly from place to 
place.15 By further examining the differences between stayers 
and leavers, we can understand what factors push residents to 
leave and what factors may pull in new residents. The Cera 
survey asked a wide variety of questions about the types of 
community problems residents perceived (see Figure 2).
Figure 2 shows that “rising costs of energy for transpor-
tation, home, or business” and “lack of job opportunities” 
were the most frequently cited community-level problems 
for yoopers. in fact, 95 percent of stayers and 92 percent of 
leavers indicated that rising energy costs were an important 
problem facing their community. additionally, 93 percent of 
stayers and 100 percent of leavers cited lack of employment 
opportunities as an important problem. The high percentage 
of both stayers and leavers citing rising energy costs and job 
opportunities as important problems underlines the central-
ity of these challenges. a high priority on jobs and energy 
prices might be found anywhere in the united states these 
days, but rural america’s situation seems particularly acute. 
in the Place Matters report that analyzed Cera data from 
nineteen rural communities throughout the united states, 
researchers found that all of the communities surveyed had 
high levels of concern about a lack of job opportunities.    
Both stayers and leavers also frequently cited “population 
decline as people move away” as an important problem. al-
most 60 percent of stayers cited population loss as a signifi-
cant issue in the region, while over 81 percent of leavers saw 
Figure 2. Do you consider the following to be important problems facing your community today?
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it as important. These relatively high percentages indicate 
that both stayers and leavers are aware of the problems as-
sociated with population decline. Despite this awareness, 
leavers are unable to prevent their own contribution to this 
problem perhaps because of the lack of employment or edu-
cational opportunities in the uP. 
Despite the fact that the majority of yoopers saw job op-
portunities and population decline as important problems 
facing the uP, there were significant differences in how stayers 
and leavers viewed these problems. Those planning to leave 
considered these problems to be more important than those 
planning to stay. it makes sense that those who perceive more 
problems with a community, especially with employment 
opportunities, may be more likely to leave in the near future. 
Leavers may also be more concerned with population decline 
because they are more aware of the likelihood that they, and 
others, may leave the region to seek opportunities elsewhere.
a substantial number of respondents also considered 
manufacturing or sales of illegal drugs (45 percent), sub-
standard schools (47 percent), and poverty or homelessness 
(43 percent) as important problems their communities 
face (see Figure 2). These are problems facing many rural 
communities throughout the united states and it is not 
surprising that uP residents also perceive them as impor-
tant since they are problems often associated with a lack of 
employment opportunities.
“Community changing as too many people move in,” “too-
rapid development, growth or sprawl” and “lack of recre-
ational opportunities” were considered important problems 
by the fewest number of respondents. Only 11 percent of 
yoopers were concerned about too many people moving 
to their community and changing it and only six percent 
said that growth or sprawl was a problem. That popula-
tion increase and sprawl/development were not considered 
important problems further reflects the awareness respon-
dents have about the lack of growth and development in 
these communities. Only ten percent of yoopers said that 
the uP was lacking in recreational opportunities. The lack of 
concern about recreational opportunities parallels the find-
ing regarding why people choose to remain in the uP—the 
abundance of natural resources that facilitate recreational 
opportunities and enhance the general quality of life.
Figure 3. Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your community?
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responding to Change
What sort of solutions to community problems do yoopers 
see as feasible? using local knowledge about what is and is 
not working to solve issues may be the most effective way 
to ameliorate problems and help reverse out-migration and 
job loss. Figure 3 outlines how residents see civic culture 
issues and the effectiveness of local government in dealing 
with problems.
Most strikingly, less than half (48 percent) of yoopers 
think that the local government can effectively deal with im-
portant problems (see Figure 3). Over 47 percent of stayers 
and 56 percent of leavers indicated a relative lack of faith in 
the local government to solve important local problems. On 
an optimistic note, a high percentage of stayers (97 percent) 
and leavers (91 percent) said that people in their commu-
nity are willing to help their neighbors. a high percentage 
of both stayers (94 percent) and leavers (83 percent) also 
said that people in their communities generally trust one 
another and get along. Finally, respondents were also gener-
ally optimistic about the ability of their community to work 
together. approximately 85 percent of stayers and 66 percent 
of leavers said that they believed people in the community 
could be counted on to work together to solve local prob-
lems in the future. Past Cera research has found that high 
levels of trust and social cohesion within communities is the 
norm throughout much of rural america except in chroni-
cally poor regions.16      
Both stayers and leavers were more skeptical about the 
ability of the local government to deal with problems than 
they were about the ability of the community to deal with 
problems. However, stayers had more faith in the commu-
nity than leavers. stayers were significantly more likely than 
leavers to agree that community members are willing to help 
their neighbors. stayers were also significantly more likely 
to agree that people in the community generally trust one 
another and get along. When asked “if this community were 
faced with a local issue such as the pollution of a river or the 
closure of a school, people here could be counted on to work 
to address it,” stayers were significantly more likely than 
leavers to agree.  
These findings could be indicative of the fact that leavers 
are not as connected or involved in their community’s civic 
culture. This means they may be more skeptical about the 
future of their respective communities. Differences in opin-
ion between stayers and leavers could also be a reflection 
of the fact that leavers are often much younger than stayers 
and subsequently may be less likely to be involved in and 
informed about local civic culture. These findings also tell us 
that with a high level of trust, willingness to help neighbors, 
and faith that the community will work together, stayers 
could focus on the community to begin solving important 
local problems.
The Future of Michigan’s uP
transitioning amenity/decline regions such as the uP face 
an uphill struggle against out-migration trends in seeking 
a more sustainable future.17 in the Cera survey, residents 
have said loud and clear that a lack of jobs, high energy 
prices, and declining population are important problems 
that need to be addressed. unfortunately, since the survey 
was conducted in august 2008, unemployment rates in the 
uP have grown even higher. The economic recession that 
spiked unemployment rates across the united states has 
also had an affect on the uP. unemployment rates as of 
March 2010 range from 16.3 percent in Luce County to over 
30 percent in Mackinac County, giving the eastern uP an 
average rate of approximately 20 percent.18 This unemploy-
ment rate is higher than the state of Michigan (14.9 percent), 
which continues to be the highest in the nation. The uP’s 
unemployment rate is also higher than the u.s. rate of 10.2 
percent. Given these circumstances, what kinds of economic 
revitalization efforts are feasible in the uP? How can the uP 
attract both more jobs and more residents? 
Policy and Development  
implications
although this is not a novel idea for the region, one pos-
sible way to create more jobs and revenue and attract new 
residents is through the tourism industry—as seen in some 
other rural regions with a high potential for outdoor recre-
ation and a high quality of life. at one time, a region with a 
high proportion of blue collar middle-class jobs dependent 
upon natural resources, the uP today is being forced to 
change how it views and uses its natural resources. rather 
than treating them as something to extract and sell, the 
future of the uP may now rely upon the preservation and 
maintenance of its natural amenities that could attract new 
kinds of development. Just as uP residents appreciate the 
natural beauty and outdoor recreational opportunities of the 
region, tourists or new residents could appreciate them, al-
lowing yoopers to benefit from new revenue and jobs.  
However, there are limitations to depending on the 
tourism industry for economic development. First of all, 
opinions over whether or not to use natural resources 
for growth are divided in the uP. although the tourism 
industry does not always directly use natural resources 
in the same ways as resource-dependent industries like 
logging or mining, it can have negative impacts on the 
natural environment of a place. When yoopers were asked 
whether it was more important to use natural resources 
to create jobs or to conserve natural resources for future 
generations, 39 percent favor job creation, 40 percent say 
conservation should be a priority, and 21 percent say that 
both priorities should be equally considered. although 
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yoopers are more likely to favor using natural resources for 
job creation, previous Cera research documented similar 
divisions between rural americans on environmental con-
servation issues.19 across rural america, 29 percent favored 
job creation, 43 percent favored conserving resources, and 
28 percent thought that both priorities should be weighed 
equally. secondly, the tourism industry, like mining and 
logging, is prone to cycles of boom and bust. This means 
that uP residents should not depend solely on the tourism 
industry for economic revitalization.
Those arguing for conservation of the uP’s natural 
resources may appreciate a development strategy that is 
environmentally responsible. For example, a focus on 
ecotourism, green-traveling, or geotourism may be a more 
sustainable route for a region known for its natural beauty 
and amenities.  in this way, environmental damage to the 
local environment can be reduced and the region will be 
able to benefit from diversifying its economic base.
This brief ’s findings not only suggest the need for 
jobs and energy solutions to counter the trend toward 
outmigration, but it also suggests other ways in which uP 
policy makers could improve the daily lives of yoopers 
and the future of the uP. For example, policy makers 
should think about ways to improve things such as 
educational and housing opportunities. yoopers did not 
cite educational and housing opportunities as reasons to 
stay in the uP, which may indicate a need for community 
leaders to address these issues. By addressing identified 
place-specific problems such as these, the uP may be able 
to retain more of its younger, unmarried residents who are 
needed to begin the process of revitalization.
successful economic development also depends upon sup-
port from the local population.20 as indicated, yoopers have 
a lot of faith in their community, yet they doubt the ability of 
their local governments to solve important problems. Com-
munity members then, not just local politicians, should be 
actively engaged in addressing community-level problems. 
For example, community groups could promote fairs, festi-
vals, or markets to encourage tourism and generate revenue 
for local businesses, ultimately helping employment.
increasing tourism and improving educational and hous-
ing opportunities are just part of a multifaceted solution to 
the problems faced by the uP. such “place-based” solutions 
to problems should be more effective in the long run than 
applying universal solutions, given the wide diversity of 
rural american communities. More place-specific infor-
mation, such as that gathered by Cera surveys, can help 
communities better understand the dimensions of their 
challenges and opportunities.  
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